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7 Threatened birds of Kakadu National Park: 
which species?; how are they faring? and what 
needs to be done for them? 
J Woinarski1 & S Garnett2 
7.1  Introduction: threatened bird species occurring in Kakadu 
National Park 
Following decades of systematic fauna survey and records by resident and visiting 
observers, the composition of the bird fauna of Kakadu National Park is well known. 
However, the listing of threatened bird species found in Kakadu is fluid, and knowledge 
about the distribution, abundance, population trends, threats and management 
requirements of most of Kakadu’s threatened bird species is limited. Here, we provide an 
inventory of the currently listed threatened bird species occurring in Kakadu National 
Park. We provide a summary of the current status of these species in Kakadu National 
Park, and then indicate priorities for conservation management. 
For Kakadu National Park, the most relevant threatened species listings are those for 
Australia (under the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999: ‘EPBC 
Act’) and the Northern Territory (under the Territory Parks and Wildlife Conservation Act 
2000). Although there is much overlap between these lists, and the criteria for eligibility 
are broadly similar, there are also notable differences in composition of the lists. In part, 
this may reflect geographical scope – species may be declining rapidly in the Northern 
Territory but not elsewhere in Australia, or vice-versa. However, much of the difference 
between lists also relates to its currency: the Northern Territory list is comprehensively 
reviewed at c. 5 year intervals, whereas the Australian list is modified much more 
haphazardly. This latter shortcoming may change imminently, with the likelihood that the 
independent decadal-scale reviews of the conservation status of all Australian bird species 
(and subspecies) (most recently Garnett et al. 2011) will be used as a basis for 
comprehensive changes to the birds included in the national threatened species listing. 
With that outcome in mind, we include here details of the conservation status 
recommended by Garnett et al. (2011). 
The EPBC Act also provides some protection for species recognised as ‘migratory’ and 
‘marine’ (including many bird species); and the Australian government is also committed 
to the protection of species listed in multinational treaties as migratory (notably the 
Convention on the Conservation of Migratory Species of Wild Animals (the Bonn 
Convention)) and in a set of bilateral treaties for birds (the Japan-Australia Migratory 
Bird Agreement, the China-Australia Migratory Bird Agreement and the Republic of 
Korea-Australia Migratory Bird Agreement). Although many Kakadu bird species are 
included in these lists, they are not the focus of this paper. 
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The 20 threatened bird species (and subspecies) occurring in Kakadu National Park are 
listed in Table 7.1. 
Table 7.1 List of threatened bird species recorded from Kakadu National Park. Conservation status 
codes: EN=endangered; VU=vulnerable; NT=near threatened 







(Garnett et al. 
2011) 
Partridge Pigeon (eastern) Geophaps smithii smithii VU VU VU 
Red Goshawk Erythrotriorchis radiatus VU VU NT 
Masked Owl (northern) Tyto novaehollandiae kimberli VU VU VU 
Yellow Chat (Alligator Rivers) Epthianura crocea tunneyi EN EN EN 
Crested Shrike-tit (northern) Falcunculus frontatus whitei VU NT - 
Gouldian Finch Erythrura gouldiae EN VU NT 
Grey Falcon Falco hypoleucos - VU VU 
White-throated Grass-wren Amytornis woodwardi - VU VU 
Red Knot (New Siberian Islands) Calidris canutus piersmai - VU** VU 
Red Knot (north-eastern Siberia) Calidris canutus rogersi - VU** VU 
Great Knot Calidris tenuirostris - VU VU 
Curlew Sandpiper Calidris ferruginea - VU VU 
Greater Sand Plover (Mongolian) Charadrius leschenaultii leschenaultii - VU VU 
Lesser Sand Plover (Mongolian) Charadrius mongolus mongolus - VU** EN 
Lesser Sand Plover (Kamchatkan) Charadrius mongolus stegmanni - VU** EN 
Asian Dowitcher* Limnodromus semipalmatus - VU NT 
Bar-tailed Godwit (western Alaskan) Limosa lapponica baueri - VU** VU 
Bar-tailed Godwit (northern Siberian) Limosa lapponica menzbieri - VU** VU 
Eastern Curlew Numenius madagascariensis - VU VU 
Australian Painted Snipe* Rostratula australis VU VU EN 
*  few if any records from Kakadu NP 
** listed at species level 
This is a large complement of threatened bird species. The significance of Kakadu for 
threatened bird species is recognised globally by its inclusion within three contiguous 
‘Important Bird Areas’ (Dutson et al. 2009), Arnhem Plateau, Kakadu Savanna and 
Alligator Rivers Floodplains, defined by threshold numbers of globally threatened bird 
species, representative populations of restricted-range species and significance for 
congregating species. Monitoring of threatened species is an expected practice in such 
areas. 
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Kakadu’s threatened bird species fall broadly into two groups: resident landbirds 
(Partridge Pigeon, Red Goshawk, Masked Owl, Yellow Chat, Crested Shrike-tit, 
Gouldian Finch, White-throated Grass-wren and Grey Falcon (although the last may be 
only an occasional visitor)) and migratory shorebirds (Red Knot, Great Knot, Curlew 
Sandpiper, Great Sand Plover, Lesser Sand Plover, Asian Dowitcher and Bar-tailed 
Godwit). Unlike the other shorebirds, the Australian Painted Snipe is not an inter-
continental migrant, but probably disperses widely within Australia, and is only an 
occasional visitor to Kakadu. 
None of the threatened species is restricted to Kakadu; however Kakadu comprises most 
of the range (and population size) of the White-throated Grass-wren and Yellow Chat 
(Alligator Rivers), and much of that of the Partridge Pigeon (eastern). Most of the 
threatened terrestrial birds occur in lowland woodlands, but the Yellow Chat is restricted 
to floodplains and the White-throated Grass-wren to the stone country. 
Table 7.2 Broad landscapes occupied by threatened bird species in Kakadu, and an estimate of the 
extent of their range in Kakadu relative to their entire range. Note that for at least some of the migratory 
shorebird species, Kakadu may occasionally hold >1% of the global population. 
common name landscape 
association 
% Kakadu: total range 
Partridge Pigeon (eastern) lowland woodlands 30 
Red Goshawk lowland woodlands 5-10 
Masked Owl (northern) lowland woodlands <5 
Yellow Chat (Alligator Rivers) floodplains 70 
Crested Shrike-tit (northern) lowland woodlands 5-10 
Gouldian Finch lowland woodlands 
(stony hills) <5 
Grey Falcon lowland woodlands; 
floodplains <5 
White-throated Grass-wren stone country 50 
Red Knot (New Siberian Islands) coastal <5 
Red Knot (north-eastern Siberia) coastal <5 
Great Knot coastal <5 
Curlew Sandpiper coastal <5 
Greater Sand Plover (Mongolian) coastal <5 
Lesser Sand Plover (Mongolian) coastal <5 
Lesser Sand Plover (Kamchatkan) coastal <5 
Asian Dowitcher* coastal <5 
Bar-tailed Godwit (western Alaskan) coastal <5 
Bar-tailed Godwit (northern Siberian) coastal <5 
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Eastern Curlew coastal; wetlands <5 
Australian Painted Snipe* wetlands <5 
7.2  The status and trends of threatened birds in Kakadu 
For most of the eight resident threatened birds in Kakadu, there is no available estimate 
of population size in the Park, and no robust information on current trends in 
population size. This lack of information constrains the ability to prioritise between 
species, and hampers the ability to assess the success of management actions. 
The Park’s main biodiversity monitoring program, based on 136 fixed ‘fire plots’ sampled 
at c. 5 year intervals, provides some information on trends for two of the threatened bird 
species. Over the most recent sampling period (from a baseline in 2001–04 to re-
sampling in 2007–09), the Partridge Pigeon declined significantly (by 79%) from a mean 
abundance of 0.24 to 0.05 individuals per plot, and the White-throated Grass-wren 
declined significantly from a mean abundance of 0.09 to 0 individuals per plot (Woinarski 
et al. 2012). However the number of plots from which these two bird species were 
recorded was relatively few (12 for the Partridge Pigeon and six for the White-throated 
Grass-wren), suggesting that the fire-plot monitoring is not a particularly powerful 
protocol for monitoring trends in these species. For the other six resident threatened bird 
species, the fire-plot monitoring provided no records and hence no information on 
population trends. 
There is some scattered information on the status of some of Kakadu’s threatened 
terrestrial bird species. For the Red Goshawk, Aumann and Baker-Gabb (1991) 
described some ecological studies in the 1980s, including some assessment of density and 
population size in Kakadu. For the Northern Shrike-tit, Simon Ward (NT Department of 
Natural Resources, Environment, the Arts and Sport) conducted some limited targeted 
surveys in 2009 (prompted in part by some unconfirmed recent records), but did not 
record the species and the search results were not published. For the Masked Owl, 68 
Kakadu sites were sampled in 2010 as part of a more systematic sampling across parts of 
the Top End; Masked Owls were reported from only one of those Kakadu sites (Ward 
2010). For the Yellow Chat, Armstrong (2004) conducted a more intensive systematic 
search and documented all known records. For the White-throated Grass-wren, recent 
targeted sampling in Kakadu (Mahney et al. 2011) and in adjacent areas of Warddeken 
IPA (Warddeken Land Management Limited 2013) provides some assessment of current 
distribution and abundance, and is broadly comparable in protocol to a benchmark 
similar sampling in 1987-88 (Noske 1992). An intensive ecological study of Partridge 
Pigeons (Fraser 2001, Fraser et al. 2003) provided some information on abundance, 
habitat requirements and threats. 
For the threatened migratory shorebirds, there is some historic assessments of status in 
Kakadu (e.g. Bamford 1990), some more recent broader regional (Top End) assessment 
of status (Chatto 2003), but ongoing national monitoring does not include sampling in 
Kakadu. Rapid and severe declines (of >30%) in global population size in the last few 
decades (due to habitat loss mostly in parts of their Asian range) have been reported for 
all migratory shorebird taxa listed in Table 7.1 (Garnett et al. 2011), and it is likely that 
this rate of decline is manifest in the population size of birds visiting Kakadu. 
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7.3 Management requirements and current management 
Recovery Plans provide prioritised research and management actions and a strategic 
framework for the conservation of Australia’s threatened species. On Commonwealth 
lands (such as Kakadu), these Plans must be implemented. There are existing Recovery 
Plans for the Partridge Pigeon (Woinarski 2004), Masked Owl (Woinarski 2004), Crested 
Shrike-tit (Woinarski 2004), Gouldian Finch (O’Malley 2006) and Red Goshawk (DERM 
2012). The actions described in those plans are summarised in Table 7.3. There has been 
little implementation of these actions in Kakadu (or elsewhere). Garnett et al. (2011) 
provides more recent advice on research and management priorities for most of the 
threatened taxa, but this is relatively general. 
Table 7.3 Summary of actions stipulated in Recovery Plans for threatened species occurring in Kakadu 
 
Information on threats and management requirements varies across the set of threatened 
terrestrial birds, although in most cases the available information is limited.  
For the Partridge Pigeon, research has demonstrated that habitat suitability is influenced 
by fire regimes, with a clear preference for patchy small-scale fires (mosaic burning) 
Recovery Plan actions 
general research management  monitoring  




impacts of threats 




impacts of spread of 
exotic pasture grasses 
 




size, distribution and 
habitat 
  




size, distribution and 
habitat 
  
Red Goshawk  collate information on 
known nest sites; 
produce descriptive 
maps of important 
habitat; conduct 
searches to identify 
previously unknown 
nest sites; identify 
important populations 
and nest sites 
ensure known 
information about nest 
sites is secure 
monitor at least 20 
nest sites each year 
to determine territory 
occupancy and 
productivity 






test ideal parameters 
for patch-burning 
regimes, and assess 
response 
reduce the frequency, 
extent and/or intensity 
of late dry season fires 




enhance feral animal 
control;  




method; establish a 
network of monitoring 
sites in key habitat 
areas and implement 
annual monitoring at 
these; regularly 
review and report on 
monitoring results 
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(Fraser et al. 2003). There is no relevant evidence (for or against) but it is likely that the 
species may also benefit from wet season burning (which would reduce risks of fire 
causing nest failure). Given that Partridge Pigeons forage, nest and roost on the ground, 
it is likely that feral cats are a major predator. As with other lowland species, it is likely 
that the Partridge Pigeon would be disadvantaged by increases in invasive grasses 
(especially gamba and mission grasses) because these would fuel more high intensity fires 
and because their dense biomass would reduce efficiency of foraging on the ground. 
For the White-throated Grass-wren, there is some evidence for a preference for relatively 
old spinifex (Noske 1992), suggesting that a management objective should be to reduce 
the incidence of high intensity fires in the stone country, particularly in areas that hold 
important subpopulations of this species, and also to reduce their scale, in order to allow 
relatively rapid recolonisation of recently burnt areas from areas retaining old growth 
spinifex. 
For the Gouldian Finch, research has demonstrated short- and medium-term responses 
to fire regimes, with habitat suitability broadly optimised with increase in fire patchiness 
and decrease in the incidence of high intensity light dry season fires (Maute 2012). This 
species is also likely to be disadvantaged by spread of invasive pasture grasses, as it has 
not colonised areas where these grasses occur. 
There is little information on threats to the Yellow Chat, but it may be disadvantaged by 
habitat degradation associated caused by feral pigs and buffaloes; and its floodplain 
habitat may be diminished by saltwater intrusion (Armstrong 2004). Further research 
should provide a more secure foundation for refined management advice. 
The management requirements of Masked Owl, Red Goshawk, Crested Shrike-tit and 
Grey Falcon are poorly known. It is plausible that the first three of these lowland species 
would be disadvantaged by high intensity and extensive wildlife. The Masked Owl may 
also have been affected by declines in mammal populations. 
7.4. Priorities for management 
Based in part on recommendations from the existing Recovery Plans (where available) 
(Table 7.3), and on prioritisation based on the proportion of the taxon’s range within 
Kakadu (Table 7.2), priority actions for research, management and monitoring of the 
threatened terrestrial birds are summarised in Table 7.4. 
Table 7.4 Recommended and prioritised research, management and monitoring actions for threatened 
terrestrial bird occurring in Kakadu. High priority actions are marked in bold. 
common name priorities 
research management  monitoring  
Partridge Pigeon 
(eastern) 
assess impacts of feral 
cats (medium); assess 
responses to wet 
season burning 
(medium) 
increase patchiness of 
fires in lowland areas 
(high); reduce abundance 
of cats (high); minimise 
distribution and 
abundance of gamba and 
mission grasses (high) 
establish and implement 
specific monitoring 
program (high); maintain 
fire-plot monitoring 
(medium) 
Red Goshawk assess population size 
and distribution (low); 
identify threats 
(particularly effects of 
fire regimes) and 
 establish and implement 
specific monitoring program 











increase extent of longer-
unburnt areas in lowlands 
(low) 
establish and implement 
specific monitoring program 
(medium) 
Yellow Chat (Alligator 
Rivers) 
assess population 
size and distribution 
(including delineation 
of key sites)  (high); 
identify threats and 
management 
requirements (high) 
reduce abundance of 
buffalo and pigs around key 
sites (medium) 





assess population size 
and distribution (low) 
increase extent of longer-
unburnt areas in lowlands 
(low) 
If populations found, 
institute specific monitoring 
program (low) 




increase patchiness of fires 
in lowland areas (low) 
establish and implement 
specific monitoring program 
(low) 
Grey Falcon collate previous and 




continue to define 
fine-scale distribution 
to locate groups for 
targeted protection 
(high); refine 
relationships with fire 
history (medium); 
assess population size 
(medium) 
increase extent of longer-
unburnt areas in stone 
country, particularly 
around known groups 
(high) 
establish and implement 
specific monitoring 




In addition to these taxon-specific actions, we note that integration of actions across 
species, and ongoing review and refinement of conservation efforts, would be 
substantially facilitated by the establishment of a Recovery Team or analogous advisory 
group. 
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